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FOREWORD 

The  Foreign  Military  Studies  Office  (FMSO)  is  a  research  organization  of  the  Center  for  Army  Lessons 
Learned  (CALL),  located  at  the  Combined  Arms  Center,  Fort  Leavenworth,  Kansas.  As  a  part  of 
CALL,  FMSO’s  basic  mission  of  mid-term  research  and  analysis  has  been  strengthened  by  the  development 
of  a  “crisis  surge”  capability.  This  capability  draws  on  FMSO’s  in-house  resources,  external  specialist 
networks,  and  CALL  information  management  technologies  to  meet  quickly  developing  analytical 
requirements.  In  this  way,  FMSO  produces  timely  and  authoritative  security  assessments  tailored  for  specific 
warfighter  needs. 

The  U.S.  Army  Training  and  Doctrine  Command  (TRADOC)  established  the  Soviet  Army  Studies  Office 
(SASO)  in  1986  to  provide  open-source  research  about  the  Soviet  military  to  assist  doctrine  and  curricula 
development  for  TRADOC.  With  the  end  of  the  Cold  War,  SASO  became  FMSO  and  began  supporting  a 
wider  audience -broadening  its  horizons  beyond  Eurasia  and  reorienting  its  resources  toward  regional  military 
and  security  issues  around  the  globe. 

Today,  FMSO  Foreign  Area  Officers  and  civilian  area  specialists  assess  a  variety  of  international  military 
and  security  concerns  that  have  the  potential  to  affect  U.S.  interests.  These  include  the  warfighting  and 
peacetime  activities  of  foreign  militaries,  emerging  foreign  politico-military  issues,  multi-national  combined 
operations  with  respect  to  interoperability  and  compatibility,  and  the  Army’s  military-to-military  contact 
program.  FMSO  personnel  travel  abroad  extensively  in  support  of  military-to-military  contact  programs  and 
research  projects.  In  addition,  FMSO  analysts  actively  participate  as  adjunct  instructors  at  the  U.S.  Army’s 
Command  and  General  Staff  College  and  the  School  of  Advanced  Military  Studies. 

Published  products  include  studies  and  articles  by  FMSO’s  full-time  analysts  stationed  at  Fort 
Leavenworth,  its  cadre  of  reservists  with  foreign-country  expertise,  members  of  the  international  military 
community,  and  academic  specialists  who  wish  to  contribute  articles  and  studies  on  the  warfighting  experience, 
doctrine,  or  security  concerns  of  their  respective  regions.  FMSO’s  Blue  Cover  publications  are  supplemented 
with  articles  in  numerous  professional  journals,  including  two  FMSO-sponsored  journals.  Low  Intensity 
Conflict,  and  Law  Enforcement  and  European  Security,  which  are  published  internationally. 

These  publications  provide  U.S.  Army  commanders,  policymakers,  planners,  and  the  general  military 
community  with  a  specialized  body  of  professional  knowledge.  FMSO  is  committed  to  the  future  of  open- 
source  and  international  military  academic  research  in  support  of  Army  leadership. 
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Why  the  Russian  Military  Failed  in  Chechnya 

by  MAJ  Raymond  C.  Finch,  III 

“ You  have  won.. ..We  have  defeated  the  rebellious  Dudayev  regime.” 
President  Yeltsin,  speaking  to  Russian  soldiers  in  Grozny,  28  May  19961 

“By  issuing  the  edict  on  troop  withdrawal  (for  the  remaining  two  Russian 
brigades),  Yeltsin  signed  an  act  of  surrender.”  —Russian  newspaper  article, 
27  November  19962 


Introduction 

Nations  usually  resort  to  using  military  force  when  lesser  means  of  persuasion  have  proven 
inadequate.  Conflict  results  when  one  country  or  people  has  been  unsuccessful  in  forcing  another 
country  or  people  to  submit  to  its  will.  As  Clauswitz  remarked,  “War  is  merely  an  extension  of 
politics  by  other  means.”  In  the  modern  understanding,  the  decision  to  employ  force  often  rests  upon 
the  assumption  that  lesser  means  of  persuasion  have  failed.  Many  maintain  that  using  the  military 
instrument  of  power  prior  to  exhausting  the  more  civilized  methods  of  resolving  conflict  reflects 
aggression,  imperialism,  or  at  least,  impatience.  Modem,  democratic  behavior  rests  upon  the 
assumption  that  military  force  should  be  used  only  as  a  last  resort. 

In  this  era  of  peacekeeping,  an  equally  valid  argument,  however,  can  be  made  for  the  early  and 
preventative  use  of  force.  Applying  firm  and  decisive  military  force  prior  to  the  onset  of  hostilities 
can  often  serve  to  deter  the  potential  aggressor.  Crudely  expressed,  spilling  a  little  blood  today  may 
preclude  spilling  a  lot  tomorrow.  When  dealing  with  those  who  don’t  share  the  same  liberal  beliefs 
toward  conflict  resolution,  exhaustive  diplomatic  manuverings,  sanctions  and  warnings  are 
interpreted  as  weakness  and  lack  the  persuasive  power  of  a  resolute,  though  limited,  use  of  force. 

In  the  recent  Russian  military  involvement  in  Chechnya  (October  1994-September  1996),  a 
sloppy  mixture  of  these  two  approaches  is  evident.  Russian  tanks  crossed  into  Chechnya  in 
December  1994  to  “establish  constitutional  order  in  Chechnya  and  to  preserve  the  territorial  integrity 
of  Russia.”3  This  drastic  step  was  the  last  in  a  series  of  increasingly  forceful  and  largely  unsuccessful 
attempts  to  remove  Chechen  President  Dzhokar  Dudayev  from  power,  crush  the  Chechen  claims  of 
independence  and  impose  the  Russian  Federation’s  political  and  economic  control  of  this  region. 
Tens  of  thousands  of  casualties  later,  with  much  of  Chechnya  in  mins,  Russian  forces  were 
withdrawn  from  this  region,  having  been  largely  humiliated  in  nearly  two  years  of  vicious  fighting. 
This  study  will  examine  some  of  the  reasons  behind  the  Russian  decision  to  employ  conventional 
military  force  against  the  Chechens  and  why  their  security  establishment  suffered  a  defeat. 
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Why  the  Russian  Military  Failed  in  Chechnya 


Background 

Ever  since  their  forced  annexation  to  the  Russian  empire  in  the  last  century,  the  Chechens  have 
never  willingly  accepted  Russian  rule.  However,  since  the  population  of  Chechnya  has  never  been 
more  than  a  fraction  of  the  Russian,  the  Chechens  have  had  to  wait  until  Russia  was  weak  or 
distracted  before  attempting  to  assert  any  new  claim  of  independence.  During  the  Russian  Civil  War 
(1917-20),  the  Chechens  declared  their  sovereignty  and  established  a  “theocratic  democracy,”  until 
the  Red  Army  finally  suppressed  them  in  1920.  The  scene  was  repeated  during  the  German  drive  east 
in  World  War  II,  when  many  Chechens  joined  the  Nazi’s  anti-Communist  campaign.  For  this 
“treachery,”  the  entire  people  was  deported  to  the  deserts  of  Central  Asia.  It  is  estimated  that  30-40 
percent  of  the  population  died  either  during  transit  or  in  the  brutal  conditions  of  forced  exile. 

Again,  in  mid- 1991,  sensing  weakness  and  confusion  within  the  Kremlin,  nationalist  leaders 
within  the  Chechen  republic  began  to  press  demands  for  independence.  A  new  government,  led  by 
former  Soviet  Air  Force  General  Dzhokar  Dudayev,  declared  Chechen  independence  in  November 
1991.  Other,  more  immediate  problems  prevented  the  central  authorities  from  taking  vigorous  action 
against  these  Chechen  claims.  The  situation  continued  to  deteriorate,  with  Chechnya  gaining  both 
a  self-declared  independence  and  the  reputation  as  a  “gangster  state.”  Using  a  variety  of  means,  the 
Chechens  acquired  a  large  portion  of  former  Soviet  military  equipment  which  had  been  deployed  on 
their  territory  and  began  creating  an  effective  military  force. 

By  the  spring  of  1994,  Russian  authorities  were  attempting  to  reassert  their  control  over 
Chechen  territory.  Russian  government  officials  accused  Dudayev  of  creating  a  criminal  state  and, 
working  clandestinely  within  the  Chechen  opposition,  urged  the  Chechen  people  to  topple  him.4 
Fighting  continued  throughout  the  autumn  between  forces  loyal  to  Dudayev  and  the  Russian-backed 
opposition.  The  Russians  finally  resorted  to  supplying  Russian  tanks  and  crews  to  assist  the 
opposition.  This  covert  attempt  failed  and  was  soon  made  public.5  Realizing  that  their  Chechen 
proxies  were  unable  to  defeat  Dudayev  (and  to  avoid  charges  of  Russian  complicity  in  the  failed 
attempt),  the  Russian  “power”  ministers  convinced  President  Yeltsin  to  deploy  regular  Russian 
forces  openly  into  Chechnya.6  On  11  December  1994,  the  Russians  marched  into  Chechnya. 

Having  relied  on  clandestine  measures  to  remove  Dudayev,  detailed  planning  for  a  wide-scale 
conventional  military  operation  did  not  begin  until  two  weeks  prior  to  the  commencement  of 
hostilities.  This  haste  resulted  in  considerable  confusion  in  command  and  control  which  plagued  the 
Russian  military  throughout  the  entire  21 -month  conflict.7  Not  surprisingly,  deployed  units  were  not 
ready  for  combat.8  This  lack  of  preparation  resulted  in  a  near  knock-out  blow  to  the  Russian  forces, 
so  that  by  the  beginning  of  January  1995,  “the  army  was  close  to  mutiny,  almost  refusing  to  obey  the 
ridiculous  orders  of  its  commanders  and  the  government  in  Moscow.”9  As  later  events  would  prove, 
the  Russian  security  establishment  never  fully  recovered  from  this  inauspicious  beginning. 
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Exacerbating  the  lack  of  preparation  was  the  sorry  state  of  Russian  military  forces.  Ever  since 
the  withdrawal  of  Soviet  forces  from  Eastern  Europe  in  1989,  Soviet,  and  then  Russian  military 
forces  had  been  subject  to  budget  shortfalls  and  endless,  half-measures  at  reform,  resulting  in  a 
military  where  only  a  fraction  of  units  were  combat-ready.  (Recall  also  that  many  of  the  defects 
revealed  during  the  fighting  in  Afghanistan  had  not  been  addressed,  but  continued  to  fester.) 
According  to  one  source,  “from  the  moment  Russia’s  armed  forces  were  created  (1992),  not  a  single 
regiment,  brigade  or  division-level  tactical  exercise  involving  combat  fire  had  been  conducted.”10 
To  create  the  Chechen  invasion  force,  brigade-  and  company-size  units  were  deployed  from  all  over 
Russia.  Rather  than  taking  the  requisite  time  to  form,  train  and  equip  these  composite  units  into  a 
combat-ready  force,  they  were  hastily  cobbled  together  and  ordered  to  march.11 

Besides  this  lack  of  preparedness,  there  were  legal  and  moral  grounds  which  hampered  the 
execution  of  this  mission.  One  of  the  articles  of  the  Russian  military  oath  (signed  by  President 
Yeltsin  in  January  1992),  had  each  new  recruit  swear  “not  to  use  force  against  his  own  people.”12 
The  Chechens  still  belonged  to  the  Russian  Federation,  and  hence,  using  military  force  against  them 
was,  strictly  speaking,  illegal.  Because  of  this,  the  Deputy  Commander  of  Ground  Forces  would 
rather  resign  than  lead  this  unprepared,  motley  force  into  combat.13 

What  Prompted  the  Decision? 

Dudayev  had  been  in  power  for  over  three  years,  and  so  it  seems  odd  that  Russian  political  and 
military  leaders  were  anxious  to  launch  an  attack  during  the  worst  time  of  the  year  when,  because 
of  poor  weather,  the  overwhelmingly  superior  Russian  Air  Force  would  be  unable  to  support  the 
untrained  ground  forces.  From  a  military  perspective,  such  a  decision  made  no  sense.  There  were, 
however,  other  compelling  factors.14 

President  Yeltsin  felt  pressure  to  show  he  was  still  in  control.  A  year  prior  to  the  Russian  attack 
into  Chechnya,  the  country  was  poised  on  the  verge  of  civil  war.  In  October  1993,  a  showdown 
between  the  Russian  Parliament  and  President  Yeltsin  was  fought  out  on  the  streets  of  Moscow. 
With  the  help  of  his  Minister  of  Defense,  General  Pavel  Grachev  and  a  company  of  T-80  tanks, 
President  Yeltsin  persuaded  the  stubborn  parliamentarians  to  vacate  their  legislative  dwelling,  and 
to  agree  to  new  parliamentary  elections  and  the  ratification  of  a  new  constitution.  The  results  of  the 
elections  were  not,  however,  what  the  President  expected. 

By  the  end  of  1993,  a  large  percentage  of  the  Russian  people  had  had  their  fill  of  empty  political 
promises  and  unsuccessful  economic  reforms.  Simply  put,  they  were  sick  of  the  quasi-democratic 
and  increasingly  corrupt  political  process.  One  candidate,  Vladimir  Zhirinovsky,  and  his  so-called 
“Liberal  Democratic  Partillery  of  Russia”  appealed  both  to  their  popular  discontent  and  frustration 
with  Russia’s  transition  from  a  communist  state.  His  partillery,  and  those  of  the  former  communists 
who  were  promising  a  return  to  “normalcy,”  posted  strong  showings  in  the  December  1993 
parliamentary  elections.  Faced  with  a  growing  challenge  to  his  authority,  President  Yeltsin  began 
to  look  for  an  opportunity  to  reassert  his  control.1"' 
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For  almost  three  years,  Chechen  president  Dudayev  had  been  thumbing  his  nose  at  the  Russian 
government.  He  had  expelled  most  of  the  Russian  representatives  from  the  military  and  security 
agencies,  suppressed  internal  opposition  and  continued  to  proclaim  full  Chechen  independence. 
Russians  living  in  Chechnya  were  subject  to  brutal  discrimination,  and  as  many  as  200,000  fled  the 
republic.  There  were  economic  reasons  as  well.  Chechnya  was  fast  becoming  a  criminal  safehaven, 
where  millions  of  dollars  in  illegal  profits  were  disappearing.16  More  importantly  for  Russia,  loss  of 
control  in  Chechnya  would  likely  jeopardize  the  potential  revenues  from  the  planned  trans-Chechen 
oil  shipments  from  the  Caspian  sea.17  Yeltsin  felt  compelled  to  act. 

Other  members  of  the  Russian  Security  Council  had  their  motives  in  invading  Chechnya.  The 
FSB’s  “black  operation”  to  unseat  Dudayev  had  been  an  embarrassing  failure,  and  its  director,  Sergei 
Stepashin,  feared  a  possible  investigation.  The  Internal  Forces  (MVD)  considered  the  volatile 
situation  in  Chechnya  as  destabilizing  the  entire  North  Caucasus  region,  where  they  were  already 
heavily  engaged.  There  was  little  chance  of  restoring  internal  security  to  the  region  as  long  as 
Dudayev  and  followers  were  involved  in  all  sorts  of  illegal  activity.  A  portion  of  the  military 
leadership  also  had  their  reasons  to  get  involved.18  With  charges  of  corruption  coming  ever  closer, 
the  Russian  Minister  of  Defense  General  Grachev,  was  anxious  to  demonstrate  his  martial  prowess 
and  personal  loyalty  to  the  president.19  A  quick  victory  in  Chechnya  would  deflect  criticism,  distract 
his  accusers  and  solidify  his  position  with  the  commander  in  chief.20 

It  is  hard  to  understand  how  these  high-level  Russian  security  officials  could  believe  that  the 
fight  against  the  Chechens  would  be  short  and  relatively  easy.  They  were  certainly  aware  of  the 
tsarist  army’s  25  year-long  struggle  in  the  19th  Century  against  the  Chechens.  Why  did  they  think 
it  would  be  any  easier  this  time  around?  Besides  his  boast  that  he  could  topple  Dudayev  in  a  couple 
of  hours  with  a  single  parachute  regiment,  Defense  Minister  Grachev  is  reported  to  have  convinced 
members  of  the  Security  Council  that  the  operation  “was  going  to  be  a  bloodless  ‘blitzkrieg,’  that 
would  not  last  any  longer  than  December  20th.”21  The  available  sources  suggest  a  variety  of  reasons 
for  such  an  inflated  assessment. 

The  members  of  the  Russian  Security  Council  considered  Dudayev  and  his  army  as  a  criminal, 
disorganized  gang  of  rebels,  who  would  be  intimidated  at  the  first  sign  of  a  Russian  tank.  They  failed 
to  understand  that  for  the  past  three  years,  the  Chechen  leader  and  his  entourage  had  fostered  the 
notion  of  Chechen  independence,  transforming  the  region  from  a  Russian  republic  into  a 
quasi-Muslim,  well-armed  state,  led  by  a  committed  core  of  dedicated  fighters.  Dudayev  and  many 
of  his  key  lieutenants  were  Soviet  military  veterans,  who  were  well  aware  of  Russian  capabilities  and 
weaknesses.22  Traditionally,  the  Chechens  are  a  warrior  people,  for  whom  resistance  and  fighting  are 
national  virtues.  Having  appropriated  the  lion’s  share  of  the  arsenal  left  behind  by  the  Soviet/Russian 
military,  President  Dudayev  and  other  clan  leaders  had  created  small,  effective  guerrilla  groups.  The 
Dudayev  government  had  also  managed  to  enlist  numbers  of  well-trained  mercenaries  who  had 
vested  interests  in  fighting  the  Russians.23  From  the  day  Dudayev  had  declared  independence  in 
1991,  many  Chechens  had  been  preparing  for  a  Russian  attack. 
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Members  of  the  Russian  security  establishment  both  underestimated  their  opponent  and 
overestimated  the  fighting  capabilities  of  its  own  forces,  especially  those  belonging  to  the  Ministry 
of  Defense.  General  Grachev  ought  to  have  known  the  actual  state  of  Russian  military 
combat-readiness.  The  unprepared  state  of  Russian  military  units  should  have  come  as  no  surprise 
to  the  Kremlin  leadership.  For  the  previous  two  years,  key  Russian  generals  had  been  warning  that 
the  military  was  quickly  falling  into  disrepair.  His  ignorance  can  be  partially  explained  by  his  role 
as  President  Yeltsin’s  “personal”  defense  minister.  Grachev  had  the  reputation  of  spending  more 
time  in  Moscow  than  inspecting  units  outside  of  the  capitol.  More  ominous  were  the  frictions 
between  Grachev  and  other  senior  military  leaders.  Grachev’s  support  in  the  autumn  of  1993 
reversed  his  earlier  claims  that  the  “military  would  remain  outside  of  politics.”  As  defense  minister, 
Grachev  had  the  unenviable  task  of  reforming  and  shrinking  the  bloated  Russian  military,  and  was, 
therefore,  not  well  respected  by  a  large  portion  of  the  senior  military  leadership.  Subordinate 
commanders  probably  showed  Grachev  just  what  he  wanted  to  see.24  In  turn,  Grachev  was  more  than 
willing  to  share  this  inflated  assessment  with  his  political  patron,  President  Yeltsin. 

Thus  armed  with  false  notions  over  his  own  and  the  enemy’s  abilities,  President  Yeltsin  ordered 
the  attack  of  Russian  units  into  Chechnya.  The  initial  results  were  a  disaster.  The  list  of  tactical  and 
operational  blunders  were  indicative  of  “an  overall  lack  of  competence”  among  the  Russian  forces 
which  improved  only  marginally  during  the  course  of  the  war.25  This  is  not  to  imply  that  the  Russians 
never  displayed  solid  leadership,  heroism  and  tactical  competence.  As  the  war  progressed,  some 
units  fought  well  and  with  valor.  Their  sacrifice  and  efforts,  however,  were  overshadowed  and 
undermined  by  a  failure  to  apply  the  principles  of  war  and  problems  within  the  senior  leadership. 

How  Not  to  Fight  a  War;  Violation  of  U.S.  Principles 

1 .  Objective:  The  stated  objective  was  to  preserve  the  territorial  integrity  of  Russia  and 
establish  constitutional  order  in  Chechnya.  There  were  two  problems  with  assigning  this  dual 
mission  to  the  military.  First,  Chechnya  was  not  going  anywhere,  in  the  sense  that  the  region  is 
geographically  (and  economically)  tied  to  Russia.  If  the  Russian  government  was  intent  on  winning 
the  hearts  and  minds  of  the  Chechen  people,  and  convincing  them  to  remain  a  part  of  Russia,  then 
carpet  bombing  and  massed  artillery  strikes  on  civilian  targets  were  the  wrong  tools.  Having  failed 
to  apply  lesser  means  of  persuasion,  use  of  the  military  was  premature.  As  General  Vorobyov 
remarked  when  turning  down  the  command  (and  being  forced  to  resign),  “I  believe  that  it  is  criminal 
to  use  the  military  against  one’s  own  people.”26 

Second,  Russian  leaders  ought  to  have  considered  the  constitutional  basis  for  using  the  military 
to  establish  order  in  Chechnya.  Although  the  new  Russian  constitution  (December  1993)  granted  the 
President  wide  authorities  (wide  enough  to  justify  the  use  of  force  against  any  foreign  enemy),  the 
decision  to  use  the  military  against  the  internal  threat  in  Chechnya  was  never  put  before  the  Russian 
Duma,  and,  thus,  never  gained  the  support  of  the  Russian  people.  Use  of  armed  forces  to  quell 
internal  disputes  had  in  the  past  been  relegated  to  the  Internal  Forces  (MVD).  As  mentioned  earlier, 
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employing  the  military  against  Russian  citizens  was  establishing  a  dangerous  precedent,  and  was 
widely  criticized  in  the  Russian  media.  Throughout  the  21 -month  conflict,  little  effort  was  made  to 
generate  public  support.  This  arbitrary  decision  to  use  force  against  the  Chechens,  made  in  relative 
isolation  and  without  the  support  or  knowledge  of  the  Russian  populace,  would  return  to  haunt  the 
Kremlin  leadership. 


Figure  1  -  Russian  BTR  North  of  Grozny. 

The  real  objective  was  to  unseat  Dudayev,  destroy  his  clan  power-base  and  replace  him  with 
someone  who  would  comply  with  the  Kremlin.  After  the  failed  “black”  operation  to  unseat  Dudayev 
was  exposed  by  the  independent  Russian  press,  Russian  military  and  political  leaders  grew  impatient 
with  the  clandestine  or  surgical  approach,  and  unleashed  the  fury  of  an  “impotent  military  which  can 
only  bite  into  your  leg  with  toothless  gums.”27  For  almost  a  month,  Russian  military  forces  slogged 
their  way  into  the  capital  city  of  Grozny,  taking  heavy  casualties  and  destroying  much  of  the  city. 
Even  after  operational  control  was  passed  to  the  internal  forces  (MVD),  there  appeared  to  be  little 
change  in  the  tactics:  destroy  any  and  all  rebel  forces  and  pay  little  heed  to  the  collateral  damage.  An 
air  of  insincerity  and  threat  characterizes  the  many  attempts  made  by  the  Russian  leadership  to 
negotiate  a  peaceful  settlement  with  the  Chechens.28  While  political  leaders  were  talking  about 
ceasefires  and  peace  negotiations,  military  forces  continued  to  conduct  combat  operations. 
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Despite  their  painful  history,  only  a  fraction  of  the  Chechen  population  harbored  any  open 
hostility  toward  Russian  leadership  at  the  onset  of  hostilities.  Indeed,  many  Chechens  supported  the 
early  Russian  efforts  to  unseat  Dudayev.  The  Chechen  president  had  succeeded  in  bringing  the  region 
to  the  brink  of  economic  collapse.  However,  as  the  war  and  the  destruction  progressed,  the  Chechen 
population  (and  many  of  the  Russians  living  in  Chechnya),  began  to  consider  the  Russian  military 
as  the  enemy.  In  their  sloppy  attempt  at  chopping  off  the  head  of  the  Chechen  leadership,  the  Russian 
military  and  internal  forces  not  only  agitated  Dudayev  supporters,  but  also  alienated  nearly  the  entire 
Chechen/Russian  population.  The  often  indiscriminate  slaughter  confirmed  their  worst  fears  and 
recalled  their  deadly  exile  during  World  War  n. 

2.  Offensive:  No  one  can  accuse  the  Russian  forces  of  failing  to  go  on  the  offensive. 
However,  the  pre-condition  for  successful  offensive  operations  is  a  well-trained  and  thoroughly 
prepared  force.  Rushing  into  combat  for  the  sake  of  political  exigencies  or  other  non-military 
objectives  will  often  result  in  slaughter.  The  initial  assault  into  Grozny  is  an  apt  illustration.  Rather 
than  identifying  a  main  effort,  Russian  forces  moved  along  three  isolated  and  mutually  unsupported 
columns.  There  were  reports  of  commanders  promising  personal  favors  to  those  subordinates  who 
achieved  their  objectives  on  time.29  Securing  the  designated  hills  and  villages  was  paid  for  in 
extremely  heavy  casualties.  Although  Russian  forces  were  finally  able  to  raise  the  Russian  flag  over 
the  burned  out  shell  of  the  Chechen  presidential  building,  they  were  never  able  to  fully  seal  off  the 
city. 

As  the  fighting  progressed  to  the  areas  south  and  west  of  Grozny,  the  Russians  succeeded  in 
clearing  the  region  of  Chechen  rebels.  Their  hold  was  tenuous,  however.  The  Chechens  would  return 
again  and  again  (especially  at  night)  and  regain  the  initiative.  Despite  their  overwhelming  advantages 
in  firepower,  the  Russians  never  enjoyed  freedom  of  action  (except  in  the  air).  Unable  to  realize  their 
objective,  not  surprisingly,  the  principle  of  offensive  came  to  be  interpreted  as  the  tons  of  ordnance 
dropped  on  the  target.30 

3.  Mass:  Preparing  for  the  last  war  is  a  potential  problem  for  any  military.  Reading  the 
history  of  the  Soviet  Great  Patriotic  War  (World  War  II),  one  is  struck  by  the  sheer  scale  and  mass 
of  Soviet  military  operations.  However,  the  concept  of  massed  force  which  worked  against  the  Nazis 
in  1944-45  failed  against  the  Chechens  in  1994-96.  There  were  three  reasons  for  this: 

A.  Thousands  of  untrained  troops,  poorly  led  and  fighting  for  a  dubious  cause  proved  no 
match  for  well-trained,  committed  patriots  fighting  for  their  homeland.  Despite  the  advantage  in 
firepower,  heavy  armored  forces  are  of  limited  value  in  low-intensity  operations. 
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Figure  2  -  Russian  Artillery  near  the  Village  of  Shali. 

B.  For  the  principle  of  mass  to  work,  all  forces  must  be  synchronized  into  a  “closed  fist.”  The 
various  branches  of  the  Russian  defense  establishment  were  not  well-coordinated.  Indeed,  there  were 
numerous  reports  of  Russian  units  not  cooperating  with  each  other,  and  in  some  cases,  deliberately 
firing  on  each  other.31 


C.  For  the  principle  of  mass  to  be  successfully  employed,  there  must  be  a  responsive, 
well-stocked  logistical  system.  For  a  number  of  reasons,  military  supplies  often  never  reached  their 
intended  consumer.  Regardless  of  mass,  hungry,  poorly  clothed  and  equipped  soldiers  do  not  fight 
well.32 

4.  Economy  of  Force:  Without  thorough  planning  and  preparation,  it  is  impossible  to 
gain  economy  of  force.  Problems  with  command  and  control  resulted  in  the  sloppy  employment  and 
distribution  of  forces.  Unable  to  accurately  target  the  Chechen  rebels  (i.e.,  those  who  were  actively 
fighting  against  the  Russians)  and  crush  the  Chechen  center  of  gravity,  Russian  forces  adopted  a 
“shot  gun”  approach.  They  delivered  tons  of  ordnance  in  the  hope  of  taking  out  individual  Chechen 
snipers.  This  unjudicious  employment  of  combat  power  served  to  alienate  a  large  percentage  of  the 
potentially  neutral  Chechen  population  and  transformed  them  into  active  combatants. 
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Figure  3  -  Russian  Artillery  Massed  near  Grozny. 

Whether  directing  armor  forces  into  Grozny  without  infantry  support,  sending  naval  infantry  into 
unfamiliar  urban  combat,  carpet-bombing  city  blocks  or  destroying  entire  villages,  Russian  military 
leaders  failed  to  economize  their  resources  or  effectively  task-organize.  With  a  callous  regard  toward 
human  life,  Russian  generals  not  only  committed  their  own  soldiers  to  suicidal  attacks,  but  often 
destroyed  anything  or  anyone  incident  to  their  pursuit  of  Chechen  rebels.  Rather  than  destroying  the 
“brain”  of  Chechen  command  and  control,  Russian  forces  engaged  all  targets  indiscriminately.  Given 
their  well-developed  security  network  and  advances  in  guided  munitions,  it  appears  that  there  were 
other  reasons  for  the  Kremlin’s  inability  to  remove  the  Chechen  leadership.33  As  one  of  Russia’s 
political  commentators  remarked:  “We  have  not  won  anything  in  Chechnya;  rather  we  have  acted 
like  a  blindfolded,  robust  child,  thrashing  around  blindly  with  an  ax.”34 

5.  Maneuver:  Despite  their  complete  dominance  in  every  type  of  weapon  system,  Russian 
forces  proved  largely  unable  to  place  the  Chechens  into  a  disadvantageous  position.  The  Chechens 
knew  the  territory,  and  although  outmanned  and  undergunned,  the  Chechens  knowledge  of  the 
territory  allowed  them  to  keep  the  Russian  forces  off-balance.  The  one  notable  exception  where  the 
Russians  gained  an  advantage  “was  the  large-scale  use  of  combat  helicopters  and  helicopter-transport 
assaults.”35  Russian  forces  often  resembled  a  steamroller,  which  would  simply  crush  whatever  came 
before  it.  Unfortunately  for  the  Russians,  the  steamroller  soon  ran  out  of  steam,  and  so  the  Russian 
units  were  forced  to  adopt  a  “firebase  mentality.”36  Russian  forces  would  often  move  predictably 
along  a  given  azimuth,  and  having  secured  the  major  lines  of  communication,  would  consolidate  and 
dig  in.  Even  the  highly  renowned  Spetsnatz/reconnaissance  units  were  sometimes  unable  to 
effectively  maneuver  because  of  command  and  control  problems  and  equipment  shortages.37  On 
occasion,  Russian  planning  illustrated  a  serious  lack  of  flexibility.  During  offensive  operations  (most 
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notably,  the  original  plan  to  seize  Grozny),  when  unexpected  resistance  altered  the  plan,  instead  of 
adapting,  the  Russians  continued  in  their  frontal  assault. 

6.  Unity  of  Command:  Alongside  and  related  to  the  problems  in  leadership,  the  single, 
over-riding  cause  behind  the  Russian  defeat  in  Chechnya  was  the  dissension  among  the  various 
levels  and  branches  of  command.  This  lack  of  unity  plagued  the  Russian  effort  from  day  one. 
Discord  existed  at  every  level  -  from  the  halls  of  the  Kremlin  down  to  the  trenches  surrounding 
Grozny.  While  President  Yeltsin  was  proclaiming  various  cease  fires  and  peace  proposals,  his 
military  commanders  were  conducting  aggressive  combat  operations.  Neither  the  generals  in 
Moscow  nor  the  soldiers  in  the  mud  around  Grozny,  across  the  wide  spectrum  of  Russian  defense 
and  police  forces  operating  in  Chechnya,  rarely  understood  who  was  in  charge.  Ground  force  units 
were  wary  of  the  internal  troops,  air  forces  felt  little  concern  toward  supporting  those  fighting  on  the 
ground,  and  there  were  open  conflicts  between  contract  soldiers  and  draftees.38  Injured  Russian 
ground  soldiers  were  turned  away  from  interior  forces’  medical  facilities.39  Hardly  anyone  wearing 
a  uniform  trusted  the  politicians  in  Moscow.  This  confusion  and  absence  of  cooperation,  starting  at 
the  top,  led  to  contradictory  orders  and  to  an  overall  poorly  coordinated  effort. 

The  war  has  shown  just  how  deeply  divided  the  Russian  armed  forces  are. 

It  is  not  only  the  lack  of  cooperation  between  the  troops  of  the  ministry  of 
defence,  the  ministry  of  internal  affairs  and  the  federal  security  bureau,  which 
could  have  been  predicted.  It  is  the  backbiting  between  units  and  senior 
commanders  within  the  army  itself  which  is  so  alarming.  The  Russian  command 
is  no  “command  of  brothers”  but  a  squabbling  group  of  careerists.  There 
appears  to  be  no  concept  of  professional  solidarity  within  its  ranks.40 

7.  Security:  More  than  once,  the  Chechens  were  aware  of  Russian  plans  before  the 
commanders  in  the  field.  Both  the  former  Security  Council  Secretary  and  chief  Russian  peace 
negotiator  claimed  that  there  was  a  high-level  leak  somewhere  between  the  commanders  in  the  field 
and  the  political  leaders  in  the  Kremlin.  The  Chechens  were  apparently  aware  of  every  major  Russian 
operation,  from  the  initial  attack  in  December  1994,  to  the  deployment  of  forces  into  the  capital  in 
August  1996. 41  One  of  the  more  flagrant  security  breaches  occurred  in  June  1995,  when  a  company 
of  Chechen  fighters  slipped  across  the  border  north  into  Stavropol  and  took  an  entire  hospital 
hostage.  The  continued  resupply  of  Chechen  forces  (and  not  just  those  weapons  which  were  supplied 
by  Russian  soldiers),  illustrated  the  Russian  inability  to  isolate  the  theater  of  operations.  Security  was 
no  better  at  the  tactical  level.  Ill-disciplined,  poorly  fed  and  supplied  (and  often  drunk)  soldiers 
performed  poorly  in  security  tasks.  Russian  tactics  aggravated  their  inability  to  secure  an  area.  As 
the  war  progressed,  and  Russian  operations  became  ever  more  heavy-handed  (and  the  Chechen 
response  more  desperate),  nearly  every  Chechen  was  transformed  into  a  guerrilla,  making  security 
almost  impossible. 
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8.  Surprise:  Again,  except  for  air-targeting,  the  Chechen  forces  seemed  well-briefed  on 
every  major  Russian  plan.  The  initial  invasion  plan  was  predicated  upon  catching  the  Chechens 
off-guard.  Indeed,  General  Grachev  had  met  with  Dudayev  during  the  first  week  in  December  1994 
and  assured  the  Chechen  leader  and  all  of  Russia  that  “there  would  be  no  war.”42  Instead  of  waiting 
a  reasonable  amount  of  time  to  develop  an  effective  deception  plan,  the  order  to  attack  came  within 
the  next  72  hours.  The  Chechens  were  hardly  surprised. 

9.  Simplicity:  To  coordinate  the  many  disparate  elements  involved  in  any  modem  combat 
operation  and  transform  them  into  a  “simple”  whole  requires  thorough  training,  solid  leadership  and 
intensive  preparation.  This  was  especially  true  in  Chechnya,  where  Russian  forces  were  drawn  from 
a  host  of  different  security  agencies  and  were  unfamiliar  with  working  with  each  other.  Lacking 
experience  in  interoperability,  this  menagerie  of  Russian  units  never  achieved  simplicity,  and  their 
performance  can  best  be  summed  up  by  a  Russian  intelligence  officer  at  the  end  of  the  conflict: 
“There  are  an  awful  lot  of  bosses  here,  and  they  have  brought  in  more-than-enough  troops,  but  no 
one  knows  how  to  give  a  sensible  order.”43 

Leadership  Failure 

Although  serious,  given  enough  time  and  effort,  tactical  incompetence  can  be  remedied  on  the 
battlefield.  If  it  were  just  the  above  violations,  Russian  forces  could  have  learned  from  their 
mistakes,  and  although  it  might  have  taken  another  year  or  so,  they  could  have  ultimately  defeated 
the  Chechens.  What  finally  undermined  the  Russian  effort  were  grievous  breaches  in  the  realm  of 
leadership.  This  failure  of  leadership  occurred  at  the  highest  of  levels,  from  the  critical  juncture 
where  policy  is  translated  into  military  action,  to  subsequently  infecting  the  entire  operation  with 
pessimism  and  skepticism. 

The  ordinary  (Russian)  soldier’s  and  officer’s  contempt  and  loathing  for  that 
“brothel  in  the  Kremlin”  was  extreme,  open  and,  as  far  as  I  can  tell,  virtually 
universal.  If  the  dominant  cliche  to  be  heard  on  the  Chechen  side  is  that  “One 
Chechen  is  worth  a  hundred  Russians,”  one  frequently  heard  on  the  Russian 
side  is:  “A  fish  rots  from  the  head.”  The  “head”  in  this  case  means  not  just 
Yeltsin  and  his  entourage,  but  also  Defense  Minister  Pavel  Grachev  and,  to  an 
extent,  the  entire  military  hierarchy,  riddled  as  it  is  with  outrageous  corruption 
and  outright  theft.44 

In  a  very  real  sense,  the  fight  against  the  Chechens  was  lost  within  the  walls  of  the  Kremlin. 
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The  tragedy  for  the  Russian  military/security  establishment  is  that  there  were  many  Russian 
officers  and  soldiers  who  attempted  to  carry  out  their  duties  in  a  professional  manner.  Unfortunately, 
the  poor  example  of  a  number  of  senior  level  officers  poisoned  the  morale  and  fighting  spirit  of  the 
entire  force.  Those  that  betrayed  their  military/security  vocation  succumbed  to  one  or  more  of  the 
following  leadership  failures: 

1.  Pleasing  their  political  leaders  or  higher  headquarters  by  insisting  upon  the  execution  of 
absurd  or  infeasible  military  orders.  A  glaring  example  was  General  Grachev’s  insistence  to 
continue  the  initial  attack  upon  Grozny  in  January  1995,  despite  the  unprepared  state  of  the  invasion 
force.  Other  examples  include  the  many  attempts  on  the  part  of  the  military  leadership  to  end  the  war 
by  certain  dates  (e.g.,  in  time  for  the  50th  anniversary  of  the  end  of  World  War  II  in  May  1995; 
before  President  Yeltsin’s  visit  to  the  G-7  summit  in  June  1995;  before  the  presidential  elections  in 
June  1996).  Their  motives  were  being  driven  by  considerations  external  to  the  conflict  or  the  welfare 
of  their  men. 

Not  all  senior-level  officers  succumbed  to  this  desire  to  curry  favor.  Consider  the  example  of 
General  E.  Vorobyov.  As  first  deputy  commander  for  Russian  ground  forces,  he  was  dispatched  to 
Mozdok  in  mid-December  1994  to  take  command  of  the  invasion  force.  After  familiarizing  himself 
with  the  mission  and  the  readiness  of  his  units,  he  realized  that  the  “operation  was  badly  thought  out, 
a  sheer  adventure.”  He  did  not  soften  his  criticism  when  General  Grachev  arrived,  and  then,  after 
explaining  his  reluctance  to  either  employ  military  force  against  Russian  citizens  or  lead  this 
untrained  force  into  combat,  was  advised  by  Grachev  to  submit  his  resignation.45  A  handful  of  other 
senior  Russian  officers  would  also  be  forced  to  resign.  Unfortunately  for  the  Russian  military,  there 
were  too  many  other  high-level  generals  who  acted  in  a  less  heroic  manner. 

2.  A  casual  disregard  toward  the  fate  of  both  soldiers  and  civilians.  Russian  military  actions 
displayed  an  almost  complete  indifference  toward  casualties.  The  remains  of  Russian  soldiers, 
Chechen  rebels  and  innocent  civilians  were  left  to  rot  on  the  streets  for  weeks.  Russian  fire  planners 
targeted  cultural  landmarks,  hospitals,  and  markets  in  their  pursuit  of  rebel  forces. 

In  the  conflict  with  the  secessionist  Republic  of  Chechnya,  Russian  forces  continued  to  commit 
numerous,  serious  violations  of  human  rights  and  international  humanitarian  law.  Russian  forces 
used  indiscriminate  and  excessive  force  without  regard  for  the  presence  of  noncombatants,  prevented 
civilians  from  evacuating  areas  of  imminent  danger,  blocked  humanitarian  assistance  from  reaching 
civilians  in  need,  mistreated  detainees  who  may  or  may  not  have  had  any  links  with  separatist  forces, 
and  tolerated  incidents  involving  groups  of  federal  soldiers  engaging  in  murder,  rape,  assault, 
extortion  and  theft.46 
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Figure  4  -  Aftermath  of  Battle  near  Gudermes. 

Their  callous  conduct  quickly  transformed  the  Russian  forces  from  possible  liberators  from  the 
Dudayev  regime  into  eternal  enemies. 

3.  Failure  to  take  care  of  the  soldier.  From  the  opening  days  of  the  conflict  until  the  Russian 
capitulation  in  August  1996,  Russian  soldiers  were  inadequately  fed,  clothed  and  sheltered. 
Discipline  was  arbitrary  or  nonexistent.  Untrained  soldiers  were  sent  into  combat  without  adequate 
or  with  substandard  equipment.47  Russian  conscripts  were  maltreated,  and  desertion  was 
commonplace.  Some  Russian  soldiers  surrendered  to  the  enemy  without  a  fight,  or  sold  their  arms 
to  the  Chechens  for  food  or  drugs  and  alcohol.48 

4.  Corruption.  This  was  the  cancer  which  finally  rendered  the  Russian  military  ineffective  and, 
again,  it  started  at  the  very  top.  In  Soviet  times,  the  communist  partillery  and  its  enforcement 
structures  were  entrusted  with  restraining  the  less-noble  aspects  of  military  members.  Although 
dictatorial,  if  a  soldier  or  officer  stepped  out  of  line,  the  political  commissar/KGB  representative 
could  enact  swift  and  severe  punishment.  In  a  move  to  depoliticize  Russia’s  armed  forces,  the 
political  commissar  was  removed  from  the  ranks  to  be  replaced  by  a  representative  from  the  FSK 
(Federal  Security  Service  -  successor  to  the  KGB).  Unfortunately,  both  the  oversight  authorities  and 
the  military  structures  themselves  have  become  equally  infected  with  the  prevalent  societal  norm: 
a  raw  sort  of  capitalism,  where  the  only  moral  consideration  is  profit.  Throughout  this  conflict,  there 
have  been  numerous  reports  of  widespread  corruption.49 
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Conclusion 

For  the  time  being  at  least,  the  war  in  Chechnya  is  over,  and  it  appears  that  the  Chechens  have 
won  their  independence.  The  ceasefire  agreement,  however,  which  ended  the  hostilities,  merely 
postpones  the  final  determination  of  Chechnya’s  political  status  until  2001.  The  negotiations  are 
certain  to  be  difficult.  Russian  political  leaders  continue  to  insist  that  Chechnya  remain  a  part  of 
Russia,  while  Chechen  leaders  openly  proclaim  their  sovereignty. 

Regardless  of  political  status,  the  final  tally  from  the  21-month  conflict  is  grim.  The  Chechens 
have  undoubtedly  gained  a  greater  degree  of  autonomy,  but  the  region  is  in  ruins,  the  economy  and 
infrastucture  largely  destroyed,  and  10-15  percent  of  the  population  is  either  dead,  wounded  or  have 
been  displaced  from  the  region. 

The  results  from  the  Russian  side  are  even  more  discouraging.  Besides  the  thousands  of  Russian 
soldiers  and  civilians  killed,  wounded  or  missing,  the  fighting  in  Chechnya  has  revealed  deep  flaws 
within  the  entire  Russian  security  establishment.  The  fighting  in  Chechnya  has  helped  to  sink  morale 
within  the  Russian  military  to  an  all-time  low.  In  the  political  realm,  the  Chechen  war  has  stripped 
President  Yeltsin  of  most  of  his  liberal  supporters.  For  all  practical  purposes,  the  Chechens  have 
gained  their  independence,  further  weakening  the  already  feeble  centralized  control  of  the  Kremlin. 
In  the  international  realm,  this  conflict  has  done  much  to  discredit  Russia  both  as  a  superpower  and 
as  a  country  which  is  moving  toward  democracy. 

Russian  politicians,  generals  and  analysts  will  continue  to  debate  how  this  conflict  might  have 
been  avoided,  or  perhaps  how  it  might  have  been  won.  While  many  Russians  continue  to  insist  that 
Chechnya  remain  a  part  of  Russia,  few  are  now  willing  to  advocate  the  use  of  conventional  military 
force  to  preserve  this  unity.  Paradoxically,  as  Russia  continues  in  its  painful  transition  toward  a 
democratic  state,  this  may  be  the  most  valuable  lesson  derived  from  this  conflict.© 
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